Understanding the Condition What is hepatitis C?
Hepatitis C is a disease caused by a virus that infects your liver. Your liver is an important organ in your body and has many functions. The liver removes harmful chemicals from your body, aids digestion, and processes vitamins and nutrients from food. The liver also makes chemicals that help your blood clot when you have a cut. You cannot live without a liver.
For some people with hepatitis C, the infection lasts only a short time, and their body is able to clear the virus. But, most people infected with hepatitis C develop chronic hepatitis C.
Chronic hepatitis C is a long-term illness that happens when the hepatitis C virus stays in your body. Most people who have chronic hepatitis C do not have symptoms for many years until the infection has started to damage their liver. How can hepatitis C be harmful?
If hepatitis C is left untreated, over time (up to 20 years or longer in some people), the infection can damage the liver and make it not work properly. It can cause cirrhosis (scarring of the liver that makes the liver not work correctly and causes other problems), liver cancer, liver failure, and death.
Hepatitis C is a leading cause of liver cancer.
Hepatitis C is the most common reason for liver transplants in the United States.
Out of 100 people with chronic hepatitis C who do not receive treatment, up to 20 people will develop cirrhosis within 20 years of being infected. After 20 years, the number of people with chronic hepatitis C who develop cirrhosis can be much higher. Cirrhosis increases the chance of liver cancer and death.
Hepatitis C causes about 15,000 deaths in the United States each year.
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Who is at risk for hepatitis C?
The hepatitis C virus is spread through infected blood or other bodily fluids. There is no vaccine for hepatitis C.
People at risk for hepatitis C include people who:
Received a blood product, such as clotting factors for blood clotting problems, before 1987 * Had a blood transfusion or an organ transplant before 1992 ** Got a tattoo with unsterilized tools Injected drugs (took drugs through a needle) or snorted drugs (inhaled drugs through a tube or straw), even if it was only one time Were exposed to the hepatitis C virus at work, such as a health care worker coming in contact with infected blood Spent many years on dialysis for kidney failure Were born to a mother with hepatitis C Have been in jail You cannot catch the hepatitis C virus from simply being around infected people, shaking hands, or hugging.
* Improved testing of blood products from donors began in 1987. ** Reliable testing for hepatitis C in donated blood began in 1992.
A mother with hepatitis C can pass the virus to her child during birth. Researchers found that the risk is about the same for both cesarean section (C-section) and vaginal delivery. Researchers also found that breastfeeding is not associated with an increased risk of passing the hepatitis C virus from mother to child.
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How common is hepatitis C? What are the symptoms of hepatitis C?
Most people do not notice any symptoms of hepatitis C for many years until the virus begins to damage their liver. Other people have symptoms right away.
When symptoms of hepatitis C do appear, they can include those listed below. However, some of these symptoms can be caused by common illnesses as well. A simple blood test can show if you have been infected with the hepatitis C virus in the past. If the blood test comes back positive, your doctor will do a second blood test to see if the virus is still in your blood. These blood tests are very accurate.
Why is testing for hepatitis C important?
Many people who are infected with the hepatitis C virus do not know they have it. Symptoms usually do not show up until the infection begins to damage the liver. For some people, this can happen up to 20 years or longer after being infected.
Testing for the hepatitis C virus can help identify infected people early so they can get treatment before their liver becomes damaged. Infected people can also make lifestyle changes to help protect their liver, such as avoiding alcohol. Testing can also help identify infected people so they can take steps to prevent spreading the virus to others. Hepatitis C is spread through blood. An infected person can prevent infecting others by not sharing any items that come into contact with his or her blood.
Who should be tested for hepatitis C?
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) * and a national group ** of doctors, nurses, and others who are experts in prevention reviewed research on testing for hepatitis C and recommend the following: Doctors should offer one-time hepatitis C testing to adults born in the years from 1945 through 1965.
Adults at an increased risk for hepatitis C should be tested.
Risk factors include having injected drugs (shared drug needles), having received a blood transfusion before 1992, and the other factors listed on page 3. People who continue to be at risk (such as those who continue to inject drugs) may need to be tested for hepatitis C more than once.
If you feel you should be tested for hepatitis C, talk with your doctor.
* For more information on the CDC's recommendations for hepatitis C testing, go to www.cdc.gov/hepatitis/hcv/guidelinesc.htm. ** This independent group is the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force. For more information on the Task Force and its recommendations for hepatitis C testing, go to www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/uspstf12/hepc/hepcfinalrs.pdf.
Hepatitis C can be cured, although not everyone who has hepatitis C needs to be treated right away. Your doctor will talk with you about if and when you may need treatment. You can also make lifestyle changes to help protect your liver, such as avoiding alcohol.
Treatments are available that can help your body clear the virus for good. Before deciding on treatment, your doctor may do blood tests to check your liver for signs of damage. Some doctors may also suggest a liver biopsy. During a liver biopsy, the doctor removes a tiny piece of your liver to look for damage. The results of the biopsy can help the doctor decide if you need treatment right away or if you can wait to be treated. Some people wait years before starting treatment.
Hepatitis C treatments consist of medicines (a weekly shot along with pills taken by mouth) that you take for 6 months to a year. Out of every 10 people who complete treatment, up to 7 are able to clear the hepatitis C virus from their body. The success rate depends on several things, including the specific type of hepatitis C virus a person has, the type of treatment used, and how long the treatment lasted.
The medicines to treat hepatitis C can cause many side effects, including flu-like symptoms, anemia (a low number of red blood cells), a rash, and depression. The side effects can sometimes be severe.
New medicines to treat hepatitis C are currently being developed. These new medicines that are taken by mouth are thought to work better and have fewer side effects than the medicines available right now. Some of these new medicines may be approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the next few years.
For more information on treatments for chronic hepatitis C, see the research summary 
